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Medieval medical manuscripts are only rarely offered for sale. 1997 was however an exception, as two important items came on the market during the year. For some time an American dealer had been seeking a buyer for a twelfthcentury medical compendium written in England, when it was recognized early in the year to be a lost manuscript from the Army Medical Museum in Washington DC. The National Library of Medicine, successor to the Army Medical Museum, immediately attempted to reclaim its lost property. At the time of writing this matter is still unresolved. Towards the end of 1997 a thirteenth-century copy of the surgery of Albucasis, formerly in a private collection, was sold at auction at Sotheby's. Despite government-assisted efforts by the Wellcome Institute Library to purchase the manuscript, the item was secured by a trade buyer. Increasingly archivists are grappling with the implications of new information technology as it affects the records in their care. The issues raised by electronic record-keeping, and the now routine use of e-mail, have serious long-term implications, not least because the records are sometimes never converted to hard copy. Yet with ever changing software and hardware, there are also major cost and time implications in upgrading electronic records to be able to continue to read them ad infinitum. Digitisation is sometimes seen as an alternative to microfilm as a means of saving quantities of information for future retrieval, but again this is expensive and also subject to the same problems: every 5 to 10 years an upgrade will be necessary to continue to be able to access and read the information. Good quality paper, stored well, lasts a very long time, but we are facing a revolution in the way we produce information, every bit as profound as the introduction of printing.
The Internet has raised the expectations of researchers, many of whom anticipate accessing the data in archives and manuscripts at the click of a mouse. It will be some time before this is a reality, and even then not all the documentation preserved in archives will be accessible. 
